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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture has
undertaken this exploratory study to assess the needs for child support among food stamp
households and evaluate two policy options for meeting those needs:

¢ a CSE mandate—requiring that custodial parents participate in the Child Support

Enforcement (CSE) Program as a condition of their Food Stamp Program
eligibility; or

* improved CSE outreach—requiring that state food stamp agencies provide CSE
information to custodial parents and facilitate their application to CSE at the time
of initial food stamp certification.

Both options would aim to raise household incomes through increased child support payments,
offset partially by reduced food stamp allotments. This study focuses on food stamp-only
custodial households—that is, households with children of noncustodial parents that receive food
stamps but neither Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) nor Medicaid benefits.
These latter programs already require CSE participation as a condition of program eligibility for
custodial parents.

We address the following three research questions (in Chapters Two, Three, and Four,

respectively):

* What are the needs for child support enforcement among food stamp-only
custodial households not participating in the CSE Program?!

*  What is the potential for increased CSE participation among those with child
support needs, through either a mandate or improved outreach?

e  What are the benefits and costs of the two policy options, from the perspective of
both program clients and taxpayers?

To answer the first question, we employed a variety of existing data sources, including
the March 1990 Current Population Survey (CPS) and the corresponding April 1990 Child
Support Supplement, the 1990 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), food stamp

1. The needs of those already participating in CSE represent a separate policy issue that is not addressed
here.
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Executive Summary

quality control (QC) data for Fiscal Year 1991, and state administrative data for the July 1992
food stamp and CSE caseloads. The state administrative data were compiled from five states
that were selected to participate in this study. These states—Alabama, Florida, New Jersey,
Oklahoma, and Texas—were selected in part because they had sufficiently large non-AFDC food
stamp caseloads and were able to provide the necessary automated program data. Each state
provided administrative data files enabling us to analyze statewide patterns of CSE eligibility and
participation among food stamp households.

We also collected and analyzed new data for this study, including a survey of 414 food
stamp-only custodial parents, abstracts from CSE case records, and interviews with program
staff and client advocates. In each of the five participating states two food stamp offices were
chosen as sites for the local data collection. Site selection was based on criteria that included
the size of the food stamp caseload (preferably at least 150 food stamp-only custodial
households), the diversity of food stamp administrative practices (preferably encompassing a
range of current CSE outreach activities at the time of certifying applicants’ eligibility for food
stamps), the measured effectiveness of the CSE Program (preferably average or above-average),
and the expected level of cooperation from local program staff (preferably high). The sites

selected were:

¢ Etowah County (Gadsden) and Montgomery County (Montgomery), Alabama;
e Jacksonville (Southside Service Center) and Lakeland, Florida;

* Camden County (Camden) and Hudson County (Jersey City), New Jersey;

® C(Cleveland County (Norman) and Tulsa County (Tulsa), Oklahoma; and

® Garland and Lubbock (Parkway office), Texas.

We employed the data collected from the survey of food stamp recipients and the CSE
case record abstracts to estimate the potential for increased CSE participation through a mandate
or through outreach. The survey and abstract data, coupled with microsimulation findings from
the Urban Institute’s TRIM2 model, then provided the basis for projecting the benefits and costs
of the two policy options.
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Executive Summary

Needs for Child Support Enforcement

With respect to the first research question posed above, our findings are as follows.
Of the total number of food stamp households nationwide, 2.8 percent are in the target
population of this study: food stamp-only custodial households not participating in the CSE
Program but with needs for child support enforcement. These households have at least one
child of a noncustodial parent and either have no support order or receive less than the full
amount awarded. Based on the fiscal year 1992 national monthly caseload of approximately 11
million households, the estimated 2.8 percent figure implies a target population nationally of
300,000 households.

The national estimate of 2.8 percent is the product of two factors. The first is the
percentage of all food stamp households nationally that were food stamp-only custodial
households. We estimate this nationally at 7 percent. The second factor is the percentage of
food stamp-only custodial households that were CSE nonparticipants with child support needs,
estimated at 40 percent.

We estimate the aggregate needs for child support within the target population at $900
million annually, in 1992 dollars. This represents the additional amount of support payments
that would be collected annually if all 300,000 households in the target population received the
full amount of support ordered. This calculation assumes an average annual award per
household of $3,000, consistent with the TRIM2 simulations. The $900 million total, which
includes the shortfall in payments to those who already have support orders as well as the
potential payments to those who currently lack support orders, provides clear evidence that some
consideration of a policy change is warranted. The aggregate total also provides a benchmark

against which to assess a proposed policy’s estimated yield in additional support payments.

Potential for Increased CSE Participation

To address the second research question, we estimated the extent to which households
in the target population might enter the CSE Program in response to either a CSE mandate or
improved outreach. Specifically, we divided the target population into the following three

groups:

¢ those unlikely to become CSE participants with either a mandate or outreach;
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Executive Summary

* those likely to become CSE participants with a mandate but not with outreach; and

* those likely to become CSE participants with outreach (and also, therefore, with
a mandate, since outreach would be much less compelling of participation than a
mandate).

We hypothesized that the larger the first group, the weaker the case for either a mandate or
outreach. The larger the second group, the stronger the case for a mandate. The larger the
third group, the stronger the case for outreach.

Our basic findings, derived from the responses of custodial parents to questions on the
survey of food stamp recipients and from information collected subsequently through CSE case
record abstracts, are as follows:

® An estimated 24 percent of custodial parents in the target population would

respond to neither a mandate nor outreach. These custodial parents are
subdivided as follows: 9 percent who would leave the Food Stamp Program
altogether if faced with a mandate, 6 percent who would seek a good cause
exemption from the mandate, 5 percent who would accept a smaller food stamp
allotment as a sanction for noncooperation, and 4 percent who would "do

something else" (possibly complying with a mandate but opting to withhold
information about the noncustodial parent).

* An estimated 39 to 60 percent of custodial parents in the target population would
respond to a mandate, but not to outreach. These are custodial parents who
indicate that they would cooperate under a mandate and whose current
nonparticipation appears to reflect a deliberate informed choice. They thus seem
unlikely to respond to any outreach effort.

® An estimated 16 to 37 percent of custodial parents in the target population would
respond to outreach (as well as to a mandate). Unlike the previous group, these
custodial parents indicate little or no knowledge of the CSE Program, or they
appear undecided about CSE participation. They thus might respond to
information, referral, or application assistance.
The custodial parents in the second group, those responding to a mandate but not outreach, thus
represent at least a plurality—and perhaps a majority—of the target population.
To examine further the likely patterns of CSE participation, we also estimated a series
of regression equations. The variables included in these equations explain 41 percent of the

variation in CSE participation among households that had never received AFDC (and thus never

been subject to a CSE mandate) and 26 percent of the variation among households that had
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Executive Summary

previously received AFDC (and thus been subject to a mandate). When we controlled for client
demographic characteristics, households that had never been on AFDC were significantly more
likely to participate in the CSE Program in Florida—where food stamp caseworkers routinely
provide CSE information and referral—than in the other four states studied. This evidence
provides empirical support for the presumption that more active outreach efforts would indeed

yield an increase in CSE participation.

Benefits and Costs of the Two Policy Options
With respect to the third research question, we estimated the following two sets of
benefits and costs of a CSE mandate and improved outreach:
*  What is the net effect on annual household incomes, through increases in child
support payments, associated reductions in food stamp allotments, and the food

stamp benefits forgone by those who might accept a sanction or leave the program
altogether rather than comply with a mandate?

®  What is the net effect on annual government expenditures, through reductions in

food stamp allotments and changes in food stamp and CSE administrative costs?
This analysis is based on our definition of the basic elements of either a mandate or outreach
strategy, as detailed in Chapter One. The actual impact of either policy change would of course
depend on the specific provisions of federal statute and regulation, as well as the manner of
implementation carried out by state and local agencies.

Our findings, based on microsimulations of national child support payments and food
stamp allotments (using the Urban Institute’s TRIM2 model) and an analysis of administrative
costs in both the Food Stamp and CSE Programs, are:

* A mandate strategy, when simulated under relatively optimistic ("upper-bound")
assumptions about the effects of increased CSE participation on child support
orders and payments is likely to result in a net increase in annual household
incomes of $126 million and a net reduction in annual government expenditures of
$60 million, expressed in 1992 dollars (relative to a baseline simulation of current

policy). Under less optimistic ("lower-bound") assumptions, a mandate might raise
household incomes by $9 million, while reducing government costs by $15 million.

® An outreach strategy is likely to result in a net increase in annual household

incomes of $15 million to $36 million, accompanied by a net increase in annual
government expenditures of $9 million to $10 million.
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Executive Summary

Under either the upper- or lower-bound assumptions, a mandate would thus make both program
clients and taxpayers better off. However, the lower-bound effects of a mandate are quite small.
Government expenditures are estimated to drop somewhat, making taxpayers better off, but
clients might experience little overall income gain because of the food stamp benefits forgone
by those choosing not to comply with the mandate. In contrast, the outreach estimates are
mixed. Household incomes would likely rise slightly, making clients better off, but with higher

government expenditures.

Policy Implications

The benefit-cost estimates presented above also allow us to estimate the degree to which
either policy option might succeed in closing the $900 million gap between current support
payments received by the target population and the estimated potential for payments. A mandate
is likely to eliminate between 7 percent and 24 percent of the gap in aggregate support payments,
whereas outreach would likely close between 2 percent and 5 percent of the gap, based on the
lower- and upper-bound estimates, respectively. The gains achievable through either a mandate
or outreach are thus modest relative to the size of the underlying problem. Nevertheless, with
policy issues as large and as intractable as this one, one should not dismiss progress of any
magnitude. The question then becomes whether a change in policy produces enough gains to
be worthwhile.

A fundamental distinction between the mandate and outreach options is the combination
of yield and risk that each option presents. A mandate offers the prospect of large gains to both
clients and taxpayers. However, there is a substantial possibility that a mandate could leave
clients only slightly better off.2 In particular, under the lower-bound mandate estimates, the
forgone food stamp benefits (among those sanctioned for noncompliance and those opting to
leave the program rather than comply) nearly offset the income gains among those who do
comply and come to receive additional child support payments. Moreover, the federal savings

from a mandate would come largely (if not entirely, in the lower-bound estimates) from forgone

2. Because of data limitations, the lower-bound estimates for the mandate strategy were not empirically
derived, but were based on relatively arbitrary estimates of the potential effectiveness of CSE participation
for the target population. The risk cited here may therefore be much less, or even more, than we have
predicted.
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Executive Summary

food stamp benefits. In contrast, outreach poses gains to clients that are at best quite limited,
and generates some additional costs for taxpayers.

One advantage offered by the outreach strategy is the flexibility of implementing
the approach on a selective geographic basis. One possible approach to targeted outreach is an
FNS initiative in its Southeast and Southwest regions, which account for more than 60 percent
of all food stamp-only custodial households. As a possible first step toward a national outreach
policy, a regional initiative would enable FNS to focus its own staff and resources more
effectively on the relevant segment of the national caseload.

Finally, in evaluating either a mandate or outreach, there are societal concerns that go
beyond the scope of measurable benefits and costs. As a matter of social policy, it is important
to reinforce the responsibilities of parents to provide for the well-being of their children. For
this reason in particular, a mandate or outreach may deserve more attention than would be

warranted by the short-term fiscal impacts.

Prepared by Abt Associates Inc. vii



CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

The Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture has
undertaken this exploratory study to assess the needs for child support among households
receiving food stamps and evaluate two alternative policy options for meeting those needs: a
mandate to participate in the Child Support Enforcement (CSE) Program as a condition of food
stamp eligibility, and improved outreach to encourage greater voluntary CSE participation. The
purpose of both alternatives would be to raise the incomes of food stamp recipients through
increased child support payments, and also thereby reduce the need for food stamps.

The study focuses on food stamp households that (a) include at least one child of a
noncustodial (absent) parent and (b) receive neither Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) nor Medicaid benefits. Both the AFDC and Medicaid Programs already require
participation in the CSE Program, whereas the Food Stamp Program does not. More
specifically, a custodial parent’s eligibility for AFDC or Medicaid benefits is conditional upon
cooperation with the CSE Program, unless the parent qualifies for a "good cause exemp-
tion"—which is allowed, for instance, when one could reasonably expect cooperation to result
in physical or emotional harm to the child. For cases not granted a good cause exemption, the
sanction for noncooperation is removal of the custodial parent (but not the rest of the household)
from the AFDC or Medicaid assistance group.!

There is widespread and increasing recognition that poverty in the United States is
importantly associated with families of unwed mothers, parental separation and divorce, and the

failure of noncustodial parents to provide child support. Nearly all of the rise in the child

1. To meet the AFDC requirement to participate in the CSE Program, a custodial parent must assign child
support rights to the state and must cooperate with the state CSE agency in establishing paternity and obtaining
support payments. The custodial parent receives the first $50 in monthly collections for current support; the
remainder is distributed between the state and federal governments according to their funding shares for AFDC
benefit payments. For families receiving Medicaid but not AFDC—"Medicaid-only recipients”"—the custodial
parent must assign rights to the state for medical support and must cooperate with the state CSE agency in
establishing paternity and in obtaining medical support from the noncustodial parent. When such a case enters
the CSE system, the CSE caseworker will typically process it for both cash support and medical support. The
cash support payments collected for the case go entirely to the custodial parent, as with any non-AFDC CSE
case.

Prepared by Abt Associates Inc. 1



Chapter One: Introduction

poverty rate during the 1970s and 1980s can be attributed to the declining proportion of children
in two-parent families and the corresponding increase in families headed by never-married or

divorced mothers.?

As of spring 1990, of the 10 million custodial mothers in the U.S. (living
with children under 21 whose fathers are outside the home), only one-half had a court order
under which they were to receive child support in 1989. Of these 5 million women, only one-
half actually received the full dollar amount, one-quarter received partial payment, and the
remaining quarter received no payment.> The aggregate "child support deficit"—the difference
between the total amount of support payments due and the total amount actually received by
custodial parents—was $5.1 billion in 1989, Even for those receiving full payment, award
amounts are often inadequate—that is, the award amount may not properly reflect the custodial
household’s needs or the noncustodial parent’s income.

The CSE Program, enacted in 1975 as Title IV-D of the Social Security Act, assists in
locating noncustodial parents, establishing paternity, obtaining support orders, and enforcing
support obligations. Services are provided automatically at no charge to those receiving AFDC
or Medicaid, and are available to others upon request (in some states, at a small charge to the
custodial parent). Food stamp households that receive AFDC or Medicaid thus presently fall
under the existing CSE mandate.

Those food stamp custodial households that receive neither AFDC nor Medicaid—
termed "food stamp-only custodial households" —participate in CSE on a voluntary basis, if they
participate at all. Indeed, previous research indicates that only about one-third of food stamp-

4

only custodial households receive support payments through the CSE Program.® Recognizing

the extent to which food stamp-only custodial households do not seek services through the CSE

2. Robert I. Lerman, "Policy Watch: Child Support Policies," Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 7,
No. 1, Winter 1993, p. 171.

3. U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, "Child Support and Alimony: 1989," Current
Population Reports, Consumer Income, Series P-60, Number 173, September 1991, p. 1.

4. Unpublished tabulations by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, based on data from the
1988 Current Population Survey, showed that only 33 percent of non-AFDC food stamp custodial households
received support payments in 1987 through CSE collections. Another 27 percent received support payments
outside the CSE system (some on a voluntary informal basis from the noncustodial parent). The remaining
40 percent received no support payments.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Program, FNS has undertaken this study to examine their needs for services and the benefits and
costs of alternative approaches to increasing their CSE participation.

A key question underlying the present study is whether the unmet needs for child
support among food stamp-only custodial households merit any policy action. Given the
availability of services through the CSE Program, policy action might either require CSE
participation as a condition of food stamp eligibility or encourage greater voluntary use of CSE
services through improved outreach. These two policy options raise further questions:

¢ To what extent would a CSE mandate prompt food stamp households to seek good

cause exemptions, to accept a lower food stamp allotment as a sanction for

noncooperation, or to leave the Food Stamp Program altogether, to avoid
participating in child support enforcement?

e Might there be very little response to improved outreach efforts, if potential CSE
clients currently choose not to participate for reasons other than a lack of program
information, such as the uncertain identity of the father, fear of physical harm, or
the low prospects for collecting any payment from someone who has little or no
income?

® Given the likely characteristics of the households that would newly enter the CSE
Program, what are the prospects for collecting support payments for them?

No previous studies have addressed these issues in the specific context of food stamp-
only custodial households. This absence of previous research and the hypothetical ("what if™)
nature of the questions above mean that this study must be regarded as exploratory. In
particular, given the limited data on which projections of national benefits and costs must be

based, one must interpret such projections cautiously.

1.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

As an exploratory study, this research seeks to provide useful insights into the needs
for child support enforcement services among food stamp households and the extent to which
the CSE Program might meet the needs of those not currently participating. The fundamental
research question addressed in this study is whether two policy alternatives being considered by
FNS are likely to be cost-effective in increasing child support payments to food stamp-only
custodial households. To answer this question, we have investigated the following three more

specific questions:
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